Coke Zero 375ml cans as sold in vending machines were launched in the US market in 2005, as a sugar-free version of Coca-Cola that maintains the same taste. The product is controlled by the Coca-Cola Company, a multinational firm that is most famous for its namesake product CocaCola, but also produces a range of sodas, spring waters, bottled teas, and other beverages.
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'2011 Year in Review', Coca-ColaCompany.com. Accessed 9 May 2015. www.cocacolacompany.com/annual-review/2011/operating-groups.html.
The growth stage of a product life cycle requires careful consideration in relation to the overall marketing strategy during this time. Product life cycle theory is useful as it provides guidance on the appropriate strategy that should be used based on sales growth over time.
2 For the aggregate US market, Coke Zero experienced sales growth of 5 per cent in the first quarter of 2015, which is consistent with this growth stage.
3 However, it is worth noting that the growth rate appears to be slowly indicating that it may be heading towards the maturity stage in the near future, since double-digit sales growth has frequently been reported in recent years. 4 Coke Zero's continued growth is particularly notable, given that sales across the entire soft drink industry have been falling slightly in the US market in recent years. 5 Given this information, it is fair to assume that the targeted customer segment for Coke Zero 375ml cans of health conscious 18-22-year-old male cola drinkers who identify with masculinity is also within the growth stage. This assumption is evidenced by the success of the marketing strategy as discussed later. 6 Due to the fact that at this current stage of the product life cycle, and that Coke Zero 375ml cans are already within existing submarket of diet cola beverages, it is required that the product being offered is precisely tailored to a very refined market segment, and that is achieved through the specific aforementioned customer segment. 7 The marketing strategy of Coke Zero 375ml cans is best described as market penetration, which is accordance with the Ansoff Matrix, as well as the growth stage of the product life cycle. 8 The Ansoff Matrix is a tool for deciding the main marketing strategy that should be used depending on whether both the product and market are either new or pre-existing. 9 Since Coke Zero has existed for 10 years in the US market, and is comparable to other diet cola soft drinks that have existed within the soda market and its diet cola submarket for decades, the Ansoff Matrix dictates that market penetration is the appropriate strategy. The use of this strategy is consistent with the growth stage of the product life cycle that the product falls within for the customer segment. Coke Zero's use of market penetration strategy is evident in the product's appearance, pricing, promotional efforts and places where it can be purchased.
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The core focus of the market penetration approach has been to continue the growth of Coke Zero 375ml cans as sold through vending machines amongst the existing target market. This is being achieved by focusing efforts towards encouraging the continued use of the product by existing users, and attempting to increase their purchase frequency.
11 Furthermore, Coke Zero has also been involved with market penetration through attempting to win over customers of competing products that target a very similar market segment, such as Pepsi Max.
12 This is proving difficult due to the strong brand loyalty that exists within the entire cola market, however, one strategy is to ensure Coke Zero's vending machines are more conveniently located than Pepsi Max's vending machines in order to maximise convenience value for the target market. 13 The longer term benefit of engaging in market penetration is for Coke Zero to acquire a larger market share which it will hopefully be able to hold on to as it enters the maturity phase of the product life cycle. As potential growth still exists for this product, Coca-Cola has focused the market penetration strategy of Coke Zero towards the 18-22-year-old health-conscious cola-drinking male consumers, who identify strongly with gender stereotypes. 15 This market holds prosperous opportunities as the target segments are at a time in their lives when they maximise soda consumption. 16 When Coke launched Diet Coke as an alternative for the original Coke, containing less calories, sales showed a decline in their male customer base. It was discovered that men disliked the taste of Diet Coke and they cared more for the taste than the ingredients in the drink. Therefore, Coke Zero was introduced, which had zero calories and tasted more like the original Coke.
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Moreover, men perceived Diet Coke as feminine product, due to the use of the word 'Diet' and the colour grey.
18 This is related to the field of psychographics, which analyses the separation of the customers based on factors such as personality traits, interests, and lifestyles, 19 which differ between genders. A common example of such segmentation would be the choice of colour between blue and pink for babies, depending on their gender. 20 The chosen colour scheme of Coke Zero is in keeping with its male target market, as men associate black with masculinity. Further explanation regarding the colour choice of the product will be explained later on. A study conducted by Nelson shows that the male target market are less rigid than women when it comes to brand loyalty, which justifies Coke's attempt to win over consumers from competitors. 21 Therefore, by considering all aspects and needs of customers, Coke is building their customer lifetime value and loyalty through its marketing efforts aimed at the aforementioned consumer segment.
The features of Coke Zero 375ml cans are designed in accordance with meeting the desires of the target market, and are reinforced by value proposition theory. As for all types of Coke Zero, the differential benefit of the drink is that unlike its predecessor, Diet Coke, it has zero calories while retaining almost the same taste as the original Coke. 22 Moreover, in order to maximise its value, the company has invested heavily in its look, to give it an appearance which is considered by the male target customers to be 'cool' 23 and 'socially acceptable among peers'. 24 The physical appearance of the product consists of the standard black can with the red trademark Coca-Cola logo and the text 'Zero' in white underneath it (Coca-Cola Zero), giving it a mysterious and attractive look that the male customers were seeking. The theme of black symbolises mystery and power, which older teenagers and young adults like to connect with their personalities, and to show dominance.
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As for the product features, the 375ml cans are made of aluminium thus making the drink thermally useful, 26 and allowing the beverage to stay cool for a considerable amount of time after being purchased at a vending machine, which adds further value for the target market through additional convenience. 27 To access the drink, there is a pull-tab, which makes it convenient, as no other tool is required. The can size is very convenient, as it occupies less space. For example, it can fit in a backpack, a cup holder in a car and vending machines, making it easier to sell the product. This suits the needs of the 18-22-year-old male customer segment, such as for males who would drive home with a can of Coke Zero in their drink holder after purchasing it from a vending machine at their college after class.
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The marketing theory evident here is implementation of dynamically continuous innovation in the marketing strategy development process, a part of the product section in the marketing mix. Dynamically continuous innovation involves a change in existing product that requires conducting market research first in order to understand behavioural change. 29 In this context, the attitudes and customer dissatisfaction towards Diet Coke by the male consumer group were analysed and studied, thus leading to the creation of Coke Zero.
When looking at the pricing strategies for Coke Zero 375ml cans, many factors must be considered. Pricing objectives, the environment and demand will form part of the overall pricing picture. 30 Pricing objectives describe what a company hopes to achieve by setting a price. The pricing of Coca-Cola's range of products is mimicked by its competitors (primarily PepsiCo) to such a degree that clear models can be made to describe this linear relationship. As such Coke cannot rely on selling through competitive pricing or long-term penetration pricing. 31 In lieu of this, Coca-Cola leans towards customer satisfaction objectives by setting an acceptable price for Coke Zero to retain loyal customers, relying on its other marketing elements to build loyalty and attract customers.
32
There are many environmental factors that affect the sale of 375ml Coke Zero cans. Coca-Cola alters its vending machine pricing based on geographic location, so there is no consistent price for the product across the United States of America.
33 Government regulation restricts the sale of sugary drinks in some areas of the target segment in America. 34 Furthermore, consumer trends are moving away from sugary beverages and towards those with healthier images.
35 These trends, coupled with similarity in price 36 among the competition, allows the cost element to be lessened, facilitating the choice of Coke Zero due to its healthier image.
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A major component of pricing is demand; pricing can be strategically altered to manipulate the level of demand.
38 As demand can be estimated from controllable variables, 39 Coke Zero was able to benefit from increased demand with short-term promotional strategies by using penetration pricing. 40 Another element of the demand of Coke Zero 375ml cans is the sale of convenience. Convenience can be used to increase utility and thus demand for the product. 41 Convenience is created through the use of vending machines, which facilitate the distribution of Coke Zero to their target market and add value through refrigeration.
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Coca-Cola uses a plethora of promotional elements and communication channels to sell its products. These elements form strategies that support the market penetration strategies of Coke Zero 375ml cans. 43 Coca-Cola has a successful history with traditional advertising strategies incorporating many mediums such as billboards and television. 44 Coke Zero has inherited this history and built upon it with innovative advertisements. 45 These repeat successes facilitate the market penetration focus for Coke Zero's 375ml cans in the short term, as Coca-Cola was able to increase market share during each campaign.
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A second promotional strategy used to promote Coke Zero is public relations (PR). PR extends to all outwardly facing communications that influence public opinions and thus increase market penetration. 47 risky method of promotion as there is a lack of control and moderation.
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Coca-Cola have mediated the potential lack of control though the use of customer relationship management (CRM) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) to lessen negative implications by swaying and influencing public opinion.
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CRM is an element of Coca-Cola's PR strategy as its uses information to build an understanding of a customer/client to better influence them. For example, the My Coke Rewards CRM introduced in 2015 attempts to increase customer loyalty by offering a points-based system that provides tangible cumulative quantity discounts for repeat purchases from vending machines. 50 The second element of Coca-Cola's PR strategy is CSR. CSR is used to improve a company's image through social improvement activities with the overarching aim to improve loyalty and thus market share.
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Coca-Cola uses several CSR initiatives to promote Coke Zero. These include sponsorship of events which are significant to Coke Zero's target market, grants/scholarships, and sustainability. 52 All of these activities contain a positive social benefit for Coke Zero's market segments and tie in CocaCola's CSR elements into the company's PR strategy. www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/game-on-coke-zero-riot-games-launch-league-oflegends-challenger-series-to-give-amateurs-a-path-to-the-pros; Coca-ColaCompany.com, 'Sustainability'. Through the use of multiple promotional strategies, Coca-Cola focuses on brand image and relationship management with its customers to build loyalty and promote its product. These strategies tie into Coke Zero's market penetration strategy; they have been proven to be successful over the lifespan of Coke Zero, therefore no alterations should be made.
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The positioning of a product refers to where a product sits in comparison to its competition, and how well this 'position' is received by a product's target market segments. 54 Coke Zero has used target and positioning to appeal to its specific target market segments. 55 To position a 375ml can of Coke Zero, a comparison must be made to its closest competitors, i.e. a can of Pepsi Max.
56 Both colas are similar as they are both sugar-free colas which are marketed to similar market segments.
57 Coke Zero also has many indirect competitors, ranging from home brand colas to make at home alternatives.
58 Albeit these products may be chasing different markets, they may still play a part in Coke Zero's position. 53 Coca-Cola Company, '2011 Year in Review'. 54 Solomon et al., Real People, Real Choice; Stuart Rogers, Marketing Strategies, Tactics, and Techniques: A Handbook for Practitioners. (Westport, Conn: Quorum Books. 2001 Solomon et al., Real People, Real Choice. 57 'Official Global Partner of the ICC Cricket World Cup 2015 ', Pepsi.com. Accessed 7 May 2015 . www.pepsi.com/en-au/d. 58 'Sugar Free Cola 500ml', SodaStreamUsa.com. Accessed 9 May 2015 Solomon et al., Real People, Real Choice. Coke Zero doesn't have a competitive advantage in terms of price or product. 59 One element of Coke Zero that is well coveted is its 'secret formula'. 60 However, this exclusivity cannot be retained with competitors creating 'close enough' substitutes. 61 Brand loyalty is a competitive advantage for Coke Zero as it is a reason Coke Zero is chosen over substitutes. 62 Coke Zero's marketing mix of price, place, product and promotion has been developed to align with the product's market penetration focus. As Coke Zero's pricing will be mimicked by its competition, specifically Pepsi Max, 63 Coca-Cola uses cost in conjunction with other elements such as promotion or baselined at a reasonable level. 64 A can of Coke Zero is positioned similarly to its competitors in terms of form and place utility, however perceived possession utility is increased through the use of attractive colours. 65 As previously stated, one of Coke Zero's advantages is its customer loyalty. The company's relationship-and image-based promotional strategy aim is to retain and build upon the loyalty of its chosen market segment. As Coke Zero is an existing product entering the maturity phase of its life cycle, Coca-Cola is focusing on market penetration. The product's distribution strategies support this by increasing the availability of Coke Zero at lower costs. 66 Coke Zero's success is an indicator that its marketing mix and targeting approach to product positioning is well devised and should not be altered at present. 67 Distribution of Coke Zero to the target market in the US involves the use of indirect channels and intermediaries, and is supported by supply chain theory. In 2013, the Coca-Cola Company announced that it was moving away from its attempts to take control of its US distribution networks, and instead opting for a franchise model. 68 This model involves Coca-Cola remaining in charge of providing Coke Zero syrup, which is then to be produced, packaged, and distributed by independent regional bottling companies to vending machines across the country. 69 This alteration in the logistics of distribution has been pursued due to expected cost reductions as a result of allowing dedicated intermediaries to specialise in delivering the product to retailers and the target market. 70 The move away from the vertical integration is somewhat uncommon, but has been shown to be similarly beneficial in the past for businesses such as the Ford Motor Company. 71 The timing of these changes in distribution is fitting, considering that they are occurring at a time in the product life cycle when sales growth is slowly beginning to fall, which will allow for efforts to continue growth to be maximised in other areas. 72 The locations of vending machines that offer Coke Zero 375ml cans heavily takes into account the target market. College campuses across the US have a high number of vending machines that offer Coke Zero. 73 Through placing vending machines at college campuses, it is ensured that the product is in close proximity to the 18-22-year-old group. Vending machines offering Coke Zero are also commonplace in areas such as shopping malls and food courts frequented by young people, in order to be maximise exposure to the key demographic and encourage purchases. 74 Furthermore, the use of these locations is also substantiated by theory related to impulse buying -by offering a low-cost item that requires very little commitment at a time that is convenient for the consumer.
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The Coca-Cola Company uses market penetration as its core marketing strategy to sell its product -375ml cans of Coke sold through vending machines. As growth levels indicate the product is close to entering the maturity stage of the product life cycle, Coca-Cola is using loyalty and convenience to increase market penetration for its target segment, health-conscious 18-22-year-olds who identify with masculinity in the US. Loyalty has been increased though attractive packaging, customer satisfaction through fair pricing, company image and relationship management with customers/clients. Convenience is increased though high form utility of packaging, convenient sizing and place utility though vending machine distribution. Based on high-growth levels in recent years, loyalty and convenience are used to successfully position Coke Zero ahead of competitors. 
